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Abstract 
An important issue in education is the learners’ identities. In major metropolitan areas, universities host students from multiple 
backgrounds. These students bring multiple identities to the classroom. Respectively, an inaugural element of identity is the 
learners’ multiple linguistic backgrounds. In this paper, the relationship between the learners’ identities and their linguistic 
backgrounds is discussed. It is proposed that in post-secondary classes, the issues of identity need to be considered appropriately. 
Specifically, multiple identities of the learners need to be acknowledged and accommodated. Incorporation of the learners’ 
multiple first languages can act as a facilitative tool from both educational and psychological perspectives. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Sakarya University. 
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1. Introduction 
Identity is a complex socio-psychological issue that has been used in different disciplines. After the phrase 
identity crisis was introduced by Erickson in 1960s, the term identity has been used by scholars and researchers in 
different disciplines, including second language acquisition (SLA) (for example Matsumoto, 2009; Fearon, 1999; 
Nakagawa & Kouritzin, 2009). As defined in Cambridge Dictionary of Psychology identity is a “catchall-phrase 
used throughout the social sciences to refer to the way individuals understand themselves and are recognized by 
others” (Matsumoto, 2009, p. 244). Accordingly, different disciplines use the term identity in different ways, thus it 
is impossible to have “a single definition that fits all uses” (p. 244). The importance of identity in second language 
(L2) education has been recognized and explored after Norton Peirce (1995) introduced the term into the discipline. 
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Identity can act as a determining factor in academic settings, especially when it comes to the discourse of 
academics. As mentioned by Duff (2010), identity along with “the negotiation of institutional and disciplinary 
ideologies and epistemologies are core aspects of the production and interpretation of academic discourse” (p. 170). 
Moreover, in academic settings, identity is one of the significant factors contributing to academic literacies, and 
lack/unfamiliarity of academic identity among students may impose an undesired situation for both L2 speakers and 
L1 speakers new to the settings (Duff, 2010). Therefore, addressing the issues of identity in post-secondary level is 
crucial and constructive not only for L2 speakers, but also for L1 speakers outside the academic genre. On the other 
hand; from an educational perspective, the interrelatedness of language learning; identity, or identity shift; and 
cultural issues places language teachers/instructors, as well as content L2 instructors, in a central position “to address 
educational inequality” issues (Hawkins &Norton, 2009, p. 2; Pessoa &Freitas, 2012). Appropriate identity 
initiations, then, can contribute significantly to the educational equality and success. Consequently, language 
teachers and educators, as well as content instructors, academic advisors, and other academic individuals involved in 
programs related to L2 speakers/learners, need to have plans ready to responsibly address issues of identity in post-
secondary education. 
Consequently, in this paper, first different groups affected by identity issues in an L2 context at post-secondary 
level are defined. Then, from these groups, identity issues of international students, immigrant students, and 
exchange students in English speaking countries will be discussed. Finally, some suggestions are made to address 
issues of L2 learners/speakers’ identities in academic settings. 
2. Identity and its relevance to SLA studies 
SLA research deals with multiple levels of personality and (language) socialization. Socio-psychological aspects 
of identity make it an integral part of SLA discussions. As Garcia (2009) and Coyle (2013) discuss, identity issues 
are involved in classes that use languages other than the learners’ first language. The inauguration of identity in SLA 
discussions was by Norton Peirce (1995). Respectively, the inclusion of identity in SLA discussions has become 
more and more popular in the field. Acknowledging the failure of theories at the time in recognizing the social 
integration of language learners in L2 learning contexts, Norton Peirce (1995) emphasized the role of investment in 
SLA. In other words, she initiated a discussion proposing that investment in L2 is a contributory factor in the L2 
achievements, and this investment is integrated in L2 learner’s identity issues. Since L2 speaker-students in post-
secondary education going to universities in English speaking countries are socially situated in an L2 context; their 
social identity has to be considered and researched by L2 researchers. As discussed by Richards and Schmidt 
(2010), identity is “a person’s sense of themselves as a discrete separate individual, including their self-image and 
their awareness of self” (p. 268). Another important feature of identity that needs to be considered in L2 education is 
its changing and flexible nature (Norton and Toohy, 2011). With respect to the changeability nature of identity, and 
with inseparability/hybridity nature of plurilinguals’ identities (Burnapp, 2006; Talmy, 2008), one can expect 
flexibility and change in the L2 learner’s identity in both his/her L1 and L2 and in the relationship of them together. 
L2 speaker students studying at post-secondary level in English speaking countries may come from different 
backgrounds. These students may belong to one of these backgrounds: immigrant students, who have usually 
immigrated to an English speaking country with their parent(s); exchange students, who reside in an English 
speaking country for a short period of time that is normally less than a year and then return to their home 
universities; international students, who come to study in an English speaking country for a degree; refugee students, 
who have come to an English speaking country due to life threatening issues in their native countries; and minority 
students, who have lived in an English speaking country since birth but have spoken English as a second or non-
home language. In the following sections, I first discuss three groups: immigrant students, exchange students, and 
international students followed by some pedagogical suggestions for dealing with their identity issues. 
2.1. Immigrant students 
Immigrant students at the post-secondary level are students who reside in an English speaking country, usually as 
the result of their parent(s) decision to immigrate to the country. This group of students can be divided into two sub-
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groups: a) those who have spent a number of years in the host country going to school before entering university, 
and b) those who immigrate to an English speaking country after high school and enter university. 
2.2. Exchange students 
The term exchange student in the area of SLA has not been defined clearly. However, English dictionaries have 
some definitions for exchange students. For example, Merriam Webster defines an exchange student as “a student 
from one country received into an institution in another country in exchange for one sent to an institution in the 
home country of the first”. This is a concise and informative definition; however, it does not identify the tentative 
time of the exchange program. Another dictionary definition is by dictionary.com that has a slightly different 
definition for exchange student: “a secondary-school or college student who studies for a period, usually one year, at 
a foreign institution as part of a reciprocal program between two institutions or countries”. This definition is more 
informative when one tries to distinguish international students from exchange students. The following is the 
definition of exchange student as used in this paper: “an exchange student is a student who goes to another 
university in another country to spend a short time, usually 1-2 semesters, and then returns back to his/her home 
university”. Sometimes, these students are required to pass courses in the exchange program and sometimes they are 
not; however, they receive their certificates from their home universities. In addition to defining an exchange 
student, this definition has addressed two more concerns: period of stay and sense of belonging, which can be 
interrelated. In the literature, the terms used to refer to these students are study abroad students (for example 
Kauffmann, 1992) and sojourners (for example Church, 1982; Sobre-Denton and Hart, 2008; Pitts, 2009). However, 
using the term exchange students is probably a better choice because of its neutrality. 
2.3. International students 
Ortaçtepe (2013) defines international students as students who are “enrolled in the institutions of higher 
education in the host culture” (p. 217). However, for the scopes of this paper, an international student is defined as a 
nonnative speaker student enrolled in a university at an English speaking country to obtain a degree. These students 
can be categorized into two sub-groups: 1) those with plans to stay in the English speaking country upon completion 
of their degrees; and 2) those with no plan to reside in the English speaking country after graduation, and mainly 
want to return to their native countries. 
3. Identity issues of immigrant postsecondary students 
The time of arrival to the host country can influence a students’ success in their post-secondary education. Cots 
and Nussbaum (2008) report on identity formation and affiliation of two students in Catalonia. They explored the 
immigrant family children identity formation considering school as a social institute acting as a facilitator of the 
identity formation process. Specializing their focus on two critical aspects of social practice, peer interactions and 
adult interaction, Cots and Nussbaum (2008) acknowledge the facilitative effects of these two social practices in 
their study. They concluded that these social activities will play “key role[s] in determining [the students’ 
future]‘academic success’, depending on the students’ participation and engagement in them” (bracket have been 
added, p. 17).  Thus, peer practice and adult interaction are the two skills that can be achieved by immigrant young 
adults during school years before entering university. As pointed out by Cots and Nussbaum (2008), these skills can 
contribute to the students’ future academic success when they enter university. Therefore, immigrant students who 
arrive to an English speaking country prior to their post-secondary studies, and thus have a chance to go to the new 
country’s schools, may have a chance to learn two essential skills of: 1) peer interaction and 2) student-adult native 
interaction. As discussed by Cots and Nussbaun (2008), adult interaction can be viewed as a tool for “conflict 
resolution, individual academic assessment or feedback on their personal work” (p. 18). In another study, Talmy 
(2008) studied the role of school in language socialization. Talmy, basing his argument on language socialization as 
an area of “fundamental contingency and multidirectionality of socialization”, reports that his participants developed 
unique new identities, dissimilar to their own and school identities (p. 620). He argues that language socialization is 
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not guaranteed by nature, rather an “analytical attention” is required to study the “unpredictability, contestedness, 
and fluidity of socialization, as it is or is not achieved” among all individuals dealing with that (p. 640).   
A significant observation in the case of immigrant students is that schooling at the secondary level can act as a 
facilitative effect orienting the L2 speakers for their post-secondary education. This can privilege immigrant 
students coming to a new country at their school ages and going to school prior to university. As it was discussed 
earlier, they may gain two facilitative attributes that can be difficult to achieve at university level: student-peer 
interaction skill and student-adult interaction skills (Cots and Nussbaun, 2008). The former can help in interacting 
with other classmates or lab-mates effectively and continue building social networks through which their new 
identity can be developed, as social networking was reported to play a crucial role in identity formation (Ortaçtepe, 
2013). The latter can assist the students in interacting with university professors and administration in effective 
ways.   
With respect to the identity issues of new immigrant students going to universities in English speaking countries 
without going to primary and secondary schools, there has not been enough research, if any. Their identity issues 
can be categorized under immigrants’ identity issues. However, with respect to their lack of socialization skills 
specific to the country/community, they might have identity issues dissimilar to their fellow students who 
immigrated to the host country one or a few years before finishing high-school. Respectively, their identity issues 
can be studied to discover more about their unique situation and what they have to go through in the process of 
identity formation. 
4. Identity issues of exchange students 
It is surprising that not only identity issues of exchange students have not been addressed enough by researchers, 
but also other issues and problems have not been thoroughly addressed. In fact, there are few sources available in 
the literature addressing exchange students. Pitts (2009) reports on a study on sojourners, a term used to refer to 
exchange students. She noticed a gap between these students’ expectations and “the reality of the sojourn” (p. 450). 
It is argued that exchange programs provide students with identity and intercultural development opportunities 
(Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006; Pitts, 2009). However, in both of these papers identity 
development is not discussed as related to language development and vice versa, and none of the papers define what 
they mean by identity. In another research, Sobre-Denton and Dan Hart (2008) reported on their study on adjustment 
strategies offered by exchange student trainers in student training programs. In their study, it is acknowledged that 
exchange student coordinators, among other factors, address linguistic issues. They also argue in favour of 
communication quantity as a determining factor in individuals’ experiencing culture shock, which can affect and be 
affected by identity issues. In other words, if an exchange student has more interactions with the L2 culture; chances 
are higher that he/she experiences higher levels of culture shock. 
Exchange university students, with respect to the specific social orientations they have, may have specific 
identity issues similar to or different from international students. Their temporary position in the host culture and 
language may have two aspects: 1) they may be perceived, and they may regard themselves, as temporary visitors 
who do not need to integrate into the host culture and life, 2) their social situation and issues may remain unattended 
by themselves and/or others, whether in the host culture or in the research. There is not enough literature specifically 
addressing identity issues of exchange students and how these issues may affect their linguistic development in 
SLA. This lack of research can be regarded as a rationale for saying some or all of exchange students’ identity issues 
may remain unchecked. What can be mentioned is that temporariness of their program may assist them in 
minimizing communications with the host culture to avoid identity formation issues/problems. At the same time, 
minimization of interactions with the host community may preserve their original identity and linguistic level and 
hinder their development in these two aspects.  
5. Identity issues of international students 
Ortaçtepe (2012, 2013), distinguishes among international students and study abroad students. She defines 
international students as those who plan to reside in the host country after their studies. However, she does not 
specifically include other student groups, such as exchange students and immigrant students, and it seems that other 
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groups fall under study abroad category. Ortaçtepe (2013) studied an international student’s cultural struggles in his 
L2. Her case participant was a Turkish male student doing his PhD at the United States. After giving elaborate 
explanation of the situation her participant has been through, she concludes that the student’s identity is struggling 
for two main desires: recognition and networking in the L2 context. Ortaçtepe (2012, 2013) distinction between 
international students and studying abroad students is not clear and informative enough. It seems that she 
categorizes students who go overseas for a short period in one of their home university’s partner universities, and 
students who travel abroad for doing a degree under the same category with study abroad students. I believe that the 
natures of these two groups are different and the former group is better to be categorized as exchange students, while 
the latter can be categorized as international students. She also argues that international students are those who are 
“being enrolled in the institutions of higher education in the host culture, not only spend more time abroad but also 
might continue their stay abroad even after the end of their studies”(p. 217). On the other hand, the definition 
presented in this paper has a higher categorizing power with respect to international students, and it opens the way 
for a better understanding of the psycho-sociological issues of these students. 
Identity issues of international students enrolled in universities in English speaking countries have been explored 
in the literature. Burnapp (2006) studied a group of international students in the UK while they were enrolled in an 
English for Academic Purposes course. He argued that expecting total acculturation is not a legitimate expectation 
from international students and hybridity should be expected and accepted in the areas of learning style and identity 
formation. Identity is a fluid entity that is formed in a joint effort, and is negotiated and formed in interaction among 
people (Haugh, 2008). Respectively, if the international students in a country do not find enough chances to 
negotiate their L2 identities with the speakers of L2, then their L2 identities might stay underdeveloped. 
As it is discussed by Ortaçape (2013), for international students, two important determining factors in language 
socialization are “the purpose and length of stay in the host culture” (p. 217). The final plan of an international 
student can attribute to his/her position with respect to social integration and identity formation issues. For example 
in case of unwillingness to stay after graduation, an international student may be reluctant to invest a lot in his/her 
social and identity development in the L2, and thus his/her linguistic developments may be affected. Therefore, it 
can be argued that international students who have plans to stay in the host culture/country will have a higher 
tendency in socialization and identity formation in their L2, which can affect their language socialization as well. On 
the other hand, international students planning to stay temporarily in the host country, for example to get a 
bachelor’s degree, may be less willing to socially and linguistically interact with the host culture, and thus develop a 
different identity than the former group.  
Planned length of stay or portrayed planned length of stay, may also affect power relationship between a host 
community and the international students. For example, if an international student informs the host community that 
he/she is planning to leave the country upon completion of his/her degree, the L2 community’s perspectives and 
assessments of him/her situation might differ from when he/she informs them of planning to stay in the host country 
after graduation. Planning to stay or depart after graduation can affect the socialization; with respect to the amount, 
genre, and positioning; of the student in the L2 community. In each situation, the type and amount of information 
shared with the student may differ; and the linguistic registers may differ, as well as topics being discussed. For 
example, people in a host culture might be more willing to showcase a perfect fancy image of their country and 
community if they know an international student does not have any firm plans to stay in the country after 
completing his/her education. At the same time, the host community may try to whitewash the breaking bad news or 
ignore it when the bad news is about their country.  
6. Addressing identity issues in language education 
Identity is one of the important issues that needs to be considered by SLA teachers and educators in all levels 
including post-secondary education. This would include language as well as content instructors.  There are multiple 
ways to approach identity issues, some of which will be elaborated on here. Reporting on different projects and 
research in SLA and second language education, Lotherington and Jenson (2011) discuss that the incorporation of 
the learners’ multiple L1s will help the learning process through accommodating the learners’ “self-affirming” 
identities (p. 237). Use of their first language can help students understand the language and content material better. 
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At the same time, by employing this approach, the learners’ plurilingual identities are recognized and acknowledged 
(Cummins, 2009; Stille &Cummins, 2013). The use of L1 for facilitating L2 classes can help the L2 
speakers/learners feel being recognized and their “self-affirming” identities being accommodated in the instruction 
(Lotherington &Jenson, 2011, p. 237). This has the potentiality of removing at least some of the identity problems, 
or suppression/marginalization senses that these students may feel. On the other hand, the learners’ potential 
tendency to maintain some specific L1 identities can function as a resistance to use pragmatic norms of the host 
culture (Taguchi, 2011). In other words, the L2 learners/speakers may feel that using the L2 cultural norms is 
equivalent with giving up their own cultural identities, and as unwilling as they might be to give up their own 
identities through using L2 pragmatic norms, they may resist adapting L2 pragmatic norms. But by acknowledging 
the L2 learners’ identities through identity negotiations, use of their L1s, and implementing a plurilinguistic 
perspective to language and content instruction; educators can hope to remove some of these identity issues. 
It was reported that plurilingualism can be used as an effective factor in language classrooms in general 
(Askildson, Kelly, & Mick, 2013; Bickel, Shin, Taylor, Faust, & Penniston, 2013). Therefore, having a liberal 
attitude toward the language of instruction, and thus using the learners’ L1(s) strategically, can enhance both the 
class experience and language and content instruction. The latter has high applicability in post-secondary education 
where students in multiple disciplines may require reading material in languages other than their L1. 
Another asset in addressing issues of second language and identity is the use of new technologies, including 
computer games and interactive courses. Through computer games, which can be educational games, the learner 
creates a virtual identity (Lotherington & Jenson, 2011) that can communicate with the other players. Considering 
the face threatening acts  as obstacles in developing patterns and practicing L2 (Richards & Schmidt, 2010), one 
solution can be masking the real identity/face of the person in the virtual game, and involving the language learners 
in easier linguistic risk taking situations. This way, the SLA learners will find better chances of practicing their L2 
and negotiating their linguistic hypotheses about the L2. Another beneficial effect of new technological 
developments in language learning, as well as content learning, is the use of interactive self-paced courses in which 
the learners interact with computers/websites to study and pass the courses. Numerous papers discuss the benefits of 
interactive courses in different disciplines, but unfortunately there is not enough coverage of the benefits and defects 
of (specifically) interactive courses in SLA literature (some exceptions are Bender, 1998; Ariza & Hancock; 2003). 
In these courses, a student normally can study any section of his/her choice as many times as he/she wishes, without 
any consequences including face threatening acts. Respectively, the students’ identities are respected indirectly, and 
linguistic-identity developments can often be adjusted with the students’ preferred rate. This can remove anxiety 
related issues, too. With the developed cognitive abilities of post-secondary students, these courses have the 
potentiality of serving them in productive ways.    
Classroom environment and culture can significantly affect social interactions and social identity formation for 
the L2 speakers/learners. As elaborated by Dörnyei (2009), both individual and social behaviours are considered in 
sociocultural theories, with “social identity ... often seen to override personal identity” (p. 236). He also explains 
that in discussions related to “classroom environment”, two aspects of instructional and non-instructional 
components are distinguished, with latter being “the main social arena for students, offering deeply intensive 
personal experiences such as friendship, love, or identity formation”  (p. 237). In my experience, the general culture 
and environment of a department and faculty or school are also contributory factors in socialization or de-
socialization of the post-secondary students. Therefore, language and content instructors can promote the L2 
speaker/learners’ identity developments in post-secondary education by creating a socially welcoming and 
interactive environment for the L2 speaker/learners.  
Motivation and desire issues of L2 learners/speakers are also related to their identity. Identity can have effects on 
a language learner’s perceptions of himself/herself and others; and thus be a determining factor to the person’s 
motivation (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Coyle, 2013). In fact, as argued by Coyle (2013), the “learner identity and 
the classroom environment together are crucial determinants of motivation” (247). According to Coyle (2013), 
learner’s identity intersects and overlaps with learner’s engagement and learning motivation. Sometimes 
imagined/assumed identities of a language, as a symbol of the speakers’ assumed/imagined identities, can affect the 
learners’ desires for learning that language. For example, imagined/assumed identities of English speaking people 
may be perceived as positive and wealthy (Motha &Lin, 2013, p.4). One has to notice that desires and identities are 
interlinked (Norton, 1997; Motha & Lin, 2013). When it comes to English language; then, the assumed identity is 
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connected to “securing access to material (and social) resources” (Mohta &Lin, 2013, p. 11). This can make the job 
of a language, and content, instructors easier at first, when the learners are desired to gain those identities. However, 
in the long run, specifically in English speaking countries, the imagined/associated identities of the English speakers 
as wealthy individuals will crack and collapse as the learner may discover more about the inner problems and 
poverties in his/her host country. At this stage, the language, and content, instructors’ job will become more difficult 
when they want to deal with his/her students’ desires and identities. One solution to this can be negotiating desired 
selves and identities with the L2 speakers in a truthful way, rather than posturing the teachers’ way through the 
students’ imagined identities. By honest communication of realities of the host country, both students and teachers 
will benefit. The students will hopefully have less painful truth trauma, after discovering annoying facts about the 
host culture and country; and the instructors benefit from less unmotivated students at later stages of curricula.  
Another identity related factors is the fluidity and on-going nature of identity that has been emphasized by 
researchers (for example Norton &Toohey, 2011; Ortectepe, 2013; Motha &Lin, 2013), and needs to be considered 
by SLA professionals. For language teachers, it is suggested not only to consider the fluidity nature of identity, but 
also to address and negotiate identities with language learners in an on-going manner (Motha & Lin, 2013). These 
negotiations can help the learners to be prepared for potential changes and know that they are not alone in the 
transient stages. However, care should be taken when addressing identity, because negotiation of identities is totally 
different from dictating identity. Motha and Lin (2013) pointed out “to assume that TESOL professionals of any 
linguistic identity know better than their students what is best for them would be, at best, presumptuous” (p. 23). 
Therefore, the L2 language and content instructors at post-secondary education have to be meticulous and selective 
when dealing with L2 speakers’ identity issues.    
Teaching formulaic language is another useful and highly productive tool in L2 instruction that can help with 
social construction and identity formation of the L2 learners. According to Burdelski and Cook (2012), teaching 
formulaic language to L2 learners can be a tactful investment. The L2 learners may utilize formulaic language 
effectively to socialize with other speakers of the L2. This can help the L2 learners in constructing their social 
identities better. Another function of formulaic language is “in socializing novices to gender identity” (p. 180), 
which will facilitate their communications in the L2. At post-secondary level, because of factors such as age and 
social status, stakes are higher for the L2 learners when they communicate with others, so appropriate use of 
formulaic language can mean a success in communications with peers of similar and different gender(s) as well as 
with university professors and administrators. 
In sum, dealing with L2 speakers/learners’ identity is one of the most important issues that needs to be 
appropriately addressed in SLA research and practice. Post-secondary L2 learners going to universities in English 
speaking countries may come from different backgrounds, which require specific attention with respect to their 
identity issues. In this paper, identity issues of L2 speakers at post-secondary level in English speaking countries 
were classified based on their background and future plans, and some of their identity issues were explained. Based 
on the research in SLA, suggestions for addressing L2 learners’ identities were made. The area requires more 
attention and research to shed light on different minor groups affected by identity issues in L2.  
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